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Plan For Today

• Part 1: The Case for Teaching World Religions 
in Middle School

• Part 2: What We Should Teach, and How

• Part 3: Troubleshooting





Middle School 
Students’ Lived 

Realities

Context of 
Interconnected 

Pluralistic 
Religiously 

Diverse Society

Both demand that we prioritize religious 
understanding as a .



Middle School 
Students’ Lived 

Realities



Social and Emotional Realities of 
Middle School Students

à Emphasis on Conformity, Spotlight Phenomenon

à Stereotypes, Fear of “The Other,” Entrenching 
Prejudices

à Building a worldview



Rejection of 
Differences as 

“weird” 

Lack of information or 
mostly negative 

information about 
world’s faith traditions

Dangerous atmosphere of 
misunderstanding, stereotypes, and 
fear surrounding religious differences





http://www.pewforum.org/2014/01/14/religious-hostilities-reach-six-year-high/



https://www.aclu.org/maps/map-nationwide-anti-mosque-activity

https://www.aclu.org/maps/map-nationwide-anti-mosque-activity


http://www.cnn.com/2012/08/09/justice/wisconsin-temple-shooting/index.html







Context of 
Interconnected 

Pluralistic 
Religiously 

Diverse Society



The Context of Today’s World



Snapshot of Today’s Religious World from 
Pew Research Center’s 

“Global Religious Landscape” 
(published Dec. 2012)



Traditional Map of World Religions



• Help students grasp the “color by numbers” 
traditional map obscures the reality of 
religious diversity!

• Example: A majority Christian population does 
not constitute a “Christian Country”





A More Accurate Picture…

(better than traditional map, 
still work to do in unpacking religious diversity)















The immediate context (U.S.) 
as the global context.

(Even less so regionally or locally)



Source: Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, Global Religious Landscape, December 2012 





U.S. does not mirror the world

Religion World U.S. Difference

Christianity 31.5% 78.3% +46.8%

Islam 23.2% 0.9% -22.3%

Hinduism 15.0% 0.6% -14.4%

Buddhism 7.1% 1.2% -5.9%

Judaism 0.2% 1.8% +1.6%

Unaffiliated 16.3% 16.4% +0.1%











Freedom of Expression 

Death penalty

Gay Marriage

Sex Education

Israeli-Palestinian Conflict

Women’s Rights

Drug Legalization

War
Abortion

Euthanasia

Immigration

Animal Testing
Environmentalism

Climate Change

Access to Health Care

Poverty

Separation of Church and state













All 50 states include religion in the 
curriculum standards in some way.

http://www.firstamendmentcenter.org/madison/wp-content/uploads/2011/03/teachingaboutreligionfullreport.pdf



Example from my home state…



Good Starting Point, But…

• Too often, Religion is given cursory treatment
• Treated as part of ancient history
• Treats religions as monolithic







RELIGIOUS TRADITION: “Basic Facts”
Origins, History, Geography, Beliefs, 

Practices, Texts, Statistics, Sects

CONTEXT

INDIVIDUAL’S LIVED EXPERIENCE OF THIS 
TRADITION

Contextualized again by relating to other followers, local 
faith communities, groups, denominations, or sects

Filters ThroughHistorical 
Period

Nationality

Community

Traditions Geography Privilege/ 
Oppression

Social 
Class

Race

Gender

Family



• All religions are internally diverse

• Lived out in individual contexts

• We must teach this directly as part of an 
introduction to world religions.





http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Christian_denominations

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islamic_schools_and_branches

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hindu_denominations

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_religious_movements

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Schools_of_Buddhism

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Christian_denominations
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Islamic_schools_and_branches
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hindu_denominations
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_religious_movements
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Schools_of_Buddhism


http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/religion/story/2012-06-03/snake-handlers-pentecostal-tennessee/55354206/1

http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/news/2014/06/20/pope-on-corpus-christi-jesus-in-the-eucharist-gives-life-love/

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/bb/Carnival_in_Rio_de_Janeiro.jpg





My first impression of Tulsa’s Religious 
Landscape…

http://www.newson6.com/story/19589441/oru-unveils-wall-of-sacrifice-to-honor-missionaries



Digging Deeper…

http://www.dioceseoftulsa.org/index.cfm?load=org&org=1

http://www.tambao.org/visit.html
http://www.istulsa.org

http://www.tulsagogue.com/files/b_nai_emunah_sanctuary___southeast_view.jpg
http://www.htgt.org/htgtweb/htgt_temple_direction.htm



Suggestion- split over 2 days











www.facetofaithonline.org



http://ravelunravel.com

http://ravelunravel.com










https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/374/203/



Teaching      
OF   

Religion
(Focus on Religious 

Formation)

Teaching 
ABOUT 
Religion

(Focus on Religious 
Awareness)

We should cultivate a culture of the ACADEMIC 
STUDY of religion in our classrooms, i.e. 

Teaching ABOUT religion.







• Learning about religion, not how to become 
an adherent of a particular faith

• Norm for academic discussion of religion:     
No proselytizing allowed

• Remind parents and students that this is a 
BASIC CIVIC COMPETENCY for today’s world





• Norm the discussion by requiring first person 
singular “I” language so students do not claim 
to represent anyone other than themselves.

• Avoid putting religious minorities on the spot 
to speak for their tradition.







NEH Summer Institute – expected to be offered again in Summer 2016





YES

They’re too young
I don’t want my child to be 
wrongly influenced

Those people are 
terrorists

It’s part of our faith to 
Share faith with others



Like Any Potentially Controversial 
Topic,





Alternate Essay Prompt for Student 
Who Missed Field Trips










